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New studies by the World Bank published in April show that poverty throughout Latin America
increased significantly during the second half of the 1980s. On April 28 and 29 in Washington,
World Bank president Lewis Preston presented the Bank's two latest surveys of poverty levels
and income in Latin America. According to Preston, between 1985 and 1990 the total number of
poor in the region defined as those who earn less than US$1.00 per day grew from 87 million to
108 million, representing a jump from 22.4% of the continent's total population to 25.2%. Preston
says Latin America's poor now make up nearly 10% of the total 1.113 billion people considered
poor throughout the world. In fact, the World Bank study shows that out of the five developing
regions surveyed in the report, only three areas Latin America and the Caribbean, Middle East
countries, and Africa registered growth in poverty levels during the second half of the 1980s. The
two remaining regions Southeast Asia and the Pacific both showed a decline in the percentages
of people below the poverty line. The World Bank also reported that from 1980 to 1991, annual
per capita income declined in all but four of the 18 Latin American countries surveyed (17 on the
continent plus the Dominican Republic). Only Brazil, Chile, Colombia, and Costa Rica registered
slight growth, ranging from 0.4% in Brazil to 1.7% in Chile. All the remaining countries declined
from a range of 0.3% in Ecuador and El Salvador, to 4.6% in Nicaragua. Of the countries surveyed,
the lowest annual per capita incomes appeared in Nicaragua with US$460; Honduras, US$580;
Bolivia, US$650; Guatemala, US$930; and the Dominican Republic, US$940. Despite the Bank's
findings, however, Preston says living standards are likely to improve in the 1990s given the
perspective for real economic growth throughout the decade. The World Bank admits that the
structural adjustment programs applied by nearly all Latin American countries in the late 1980s
contributed to the expansion of poverty. The Bank believes, however, that those programs laid
the basis for growth in the present decade, which will in turn benefit the poor. In fact, the World
Bank predicts that between 1992 and the year 2002, regional GDP will grow at an annual average of
nearly 4%. At the same time, the Bank estimates that consumption will climb at an annual average
of 3.2% compared to just 1.2% per year from 1980 to 1990 allowing a gradual decline in poverty
levels. Still, Preston and other World Bank officials stress that multilateral lending institutions
and especially Latin American governments themselves must direct more resources toward social
spending. Indeed, the World Bank has substantially increased its loans for social development
programs since 1990. According to Armeane Choksi the World Bank's vice- president for the
development of human resources in charge of designing strategies to reduce poverty loans for
human resource development in Latin America have grown from 5% of total Bank loans to the
region in the early 1980s to 14% at present. From 1990-1992, for example, the Bank loaned US
$21.698 billion for poverty reduction programs in Latin America, compared to just US$13.261
billion in the three year period from 1980-1983. Notwithstanding the World Bank's optimism for
the 1990s, however, other regional organizations are more sober in their predictions. The UN's
Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC) estimates that another
six million people will join the ranks of the poor in Latin America by the year 2000. Moreover,
ECLAC figures on poverty contrast sharply with the World Bank, suggesting that poverty may be
far more widespread throughout the continent. According to ECLAC, as of 1990, 196 million Latin
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Americans lived below the poverty line, up from 136 million in 1986. ECLAC estimates that 45.9%
of the total regional population now lives in poverty compared to 43.3% in 1986 and 22% of the total
population is considered "extremely poor" (see Chronicle 12/03/93). In large part, ECLAC Executive
Secretary Gert Rosenthal blames the structural adjustment programs pushed by the World Bank
and other multilateral lending institutions for the decline in living standards. But he stresses that
the regional governments themselves share a large burden of responsibility for "haphazardly"
applying structural adjustment, and for failing to offer complimentary programs to offset the costs
of austerity and modernization. "It's an exaggeration to place all the blame for the social costs
on the multilateral organizations," said Rosenthal. "Nonetheless, the region was obligated to
apply adjustment measures in a disorganized and hasty manner." Rosenthal agrees that economic
modernization is essential to "dynamize" the public sector, but he criticizes policies which place too
much emphasis on the market to resolve economic problems. "Aid conditions by the international
organizations have pushed Latin American governments to carry out massive layoffs and eliminate
social services under the premise that the state is by nature a bad administrator," said Rosenthal.
"But what sense is there in modernizing 20% of the region's productive apparatus just so that 10%
of the population can live well." (Sources: Financial Times, 03/26/93; Inter Press Service, 04/26/93;
Notimex, 04/19/93, 04/27-29/93; Spanish news service EFE, 04/19/93, 04/28/93, 04/29/93, 05/03/93;
Agence France-Presse, 04/19/93, 04/28/93, 05/02/93, 05/03/93; Associated Press, 05/04/93)
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